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Preface
I am ready.

The kitchen is spotless; I have folded

the laundry, walked the dog, and completed any other task
that could possibly distract me from myself.

Classical

music permeates the house, dancing up the stairs and into
the office where I sit at my desk, my writing place.

I am

surrounded by shelves filled with books of poetry, books on
the writing process, novels, and every writing journal
everyone has ever bought me since I made the mistake of
telling them I write.

The cursor blinks at me for the

better part of a half hour as I contemplate my academic
development, my reaction to all the literature that
surrounds me, how to verbalize my experience in an artistic
statement that will demonstrate my passion, the essence of
my work, and the knowledge I’ve gained.
David Jauss’s ALONE With All That Could Happen:
Rethinking the Craft of Fiction Writing, catches my eye,
and I think of how much that book taught me about poetry.
Jauss’s introduction and first chapter, “Autobiographobia,”
argue against the “ubiquitous mantra ‘Write what you
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know,’” because it supposedly limits the creative writer’s
possibilities (1).

Paradoxically, Jauss’s list of reasons

why a writer should never write what she knows highlights
the notion that so much of my writing, namely poetry, is
based on my personal experiences, feelings, or memories.
The idea behind my poems may not necessarily be taken from
my own life but from something I have witnessed, overheard,
or read about.

Certainly there is an intertextual element,

whether conscious or subconscious, in all writing, but make
no mistake about it, I am writing from a place that taps
into what I know.
One misconception of writers who write what they know
is that they are bound by the facts.

Actually, a draft may

begin with laying the facts on the page, but it is a novice
writer who cannot move beyond the material truth to reach
and reveal the artistic truth.

It is an undeveloped writer

who cannot write what she knows until she discovers what
she didn’t know.

In other words, as Grace Paley puts it,

“You write from what you know but you write into what you
don’t know”.

Simply stated, it makes the professional

writer’s task sound relatively straightforward: write from
your experiences until your experiences grow into something
bigger or greater than yourself.

Nevertheless, when I sit
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down to write, I sit alone with a blank screen, alone with
all that has happened, will happen, or could happen, and
therein lies my original problem, my challenge, and my
goal.
Looking back on the creative pieces I submitted upon
applying for admission in the Professional Writing Program
at Kennesaw State University, I recognize a degree of
talent that lacked the development and word-by-word
polishing that comes with studying the craft of creative
writing.

While I spent a great deal of time on the

invention of writing through daily freewrites and jots, I
knew very little about how to move my unedited ideas into
an intentional form that might successfully appeal to a
real audience.

One of my first courses in the MAPW program

was Poetry Writing, taught by Dr. Ralph Wilson.

The Poetry

Writing course introduced me to the notion of
intertextuality.
Understanding, recognizing, and defining
intertextuality as the idea that every text is produced
under the influence of other texts and media opened up my
writing world.

More specifically, I began to see my work

through a broader lens, no longer focused on my single
experience or point of view, but ripe with potential.
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While I have discovered that thinking too deeply about
audience or influence can, for me, be detrimental, it is
important that I consider the many voices or personae a
poem can possibly employ and, consequently, what direction
it may take.

I began to seek out inspiration from other

writers whom I admired, such as Amy Hempel, Naomi Shihab
Nye, Mary Oliver, Kim Addonizio, and Beth Gylys, to name a
few.

Through studying Addonizio’s work, I recognized

inspiration from science; much of Nye’s work is inspired by
religion, history, and nationality; Oliver makes meaning
from her observation of animals and nature; writers like
Hempel and Gylys draw from personal experiences.

Through

the study of these successful writers, I have developed a
sense of appreciation for the craft and the process of
writing poetry.
While the study of other writers helps broaden my idea
of invention, I also recognize their careful attention to
craft.

Essentially, the part of the writing process I was

most lacking in understanding was revision.

One of the

biggest mistakes I made as a beginning writer was to place
too much pressure on creating the perfect draft.

I would

have an idea of what I wanted to write or an effect I
wanted to achieve, but I would freeze in front of the blank
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page.

As Emily Dickinson said, I would “dwell in

Possibility” (Dickinson 506).

Lamenting over every word, I

needed the poem to be perfect because I never spent enough
time revising, and, honestly, I did not know how.
Anne Lamott’s essay “Shitty First Drafts” freed me
from my own pressures.

Lamott gave me the subtle

permission I needed to silence or, at least, tone-down the
voice inside of me who whispers delete it immediately; it’s
not good enough.

She notes that “writing is not rapturous.

In fact, the only way I can get anything written at all,”
she says, “is to write really, really shitty first drafts”
(Lamott 16).

Lamott marries the drafting and revision

processes as she describes the first draft as a “down
draft” with the single purpose of taking an idea outside of
your head and putting it on paper (17).

As the process

continues, she names and identifies a second and third
draft and their purposes:
The second draft is the up draft – you fix it up. You
try to say what you have to say more accurately.

And

the third draft is the dental draft, where you check
every tooth, to see if it’s loose or cramped or
decayed, or even, God help us, healthy. (Lamott 17)
This may seem obvious, but it came as a fresh idea to me.
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As an educator and student, I have noticed that a lot
of value and time is placed on the writer’s product, but
novice and even intermediate writers need to know
specifically how to create an outstanding piece of writing.
Novice writers know the stages of the writing process but
may lack strategies that cannot be learned from studying
successful writing alone.
For instance, if I set out to become the next great
fashion designer, I could attend fashion shows, read every
magazine and blog, and purchase and critique clothing from
successful designers.

I might study the garments closely,

identifying different styles right down to the stitches and
seams.

I could even purchase patterns, fabric, needles,

thread, and any equipment I might possibly need to
construct my design, and still it would not be enough.
Without direct instruction of technique and strategy, I
would be clueless.

I might be able to recite the steps one

should take to create an item of clothing, but that does
not mean I know how to navigate my way through each step.
The same is true of the writing process.

While novice

writers can recite the steps of the writing process, they
might not have a clear understanding of its recursive
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nature.

Novice writers might struggle to describe what

each part of the process looks like.
Fortunately, the MAPW program offers a course in the
composition and rhetoric curriculum called Understanding
the Writing Process, taught by Dr. Todd Harper.

Even as a

creative writer outside of the composition and rhetoric
track, I found Dr. Harper’s course to be surprisingly
informative because it is one of the few classes I have
taken that gives student writers the opportunity to focus
on each stage of writing in an effort to demystify the
creative process.

For example, one class discussion had

PRWR students divided into two groups of thought.

One

group, mostly creative writers, believed that writers are
born with the talent to write and that talent cannot be
taught.

The second group believed not only can writing be

taught, but talent will take a writer only so far.
Writing is about the study and the practice of craft.
The best pieces of writing are “the end result of a
complicated intellectual process,” rather than a magical
moment of discovery (Flower and Hayes 467).

Ultimately, a

student writer must study the writing process of expert
writers as well as successful products.
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As we studied different aspects of the writing process
in conjunction with theories of composition, it became
astoundingly apparent that many writers, including myself,
lack a deeper understanding of revision.

For instance, one

assignment required students to create an activity for
revision.

As a result, we had to identify and implement

the use of revision strategies.

In my case, I was faced

with the challenge of distinguishing strategies for
revising poetry.

I had been given checklists for revising

nonfiction essays, speech writing, and creative nonfiction,
but I realized that the more “creative” an assignment was,
the more elusive it seemed to be in relation to the process
of writing.

Through research, personal revision

experiences, and knowledge, I came up with a revision
checklist for poetry.

Certainly, it was a small start, but

I was able to provide myself with something concrete to
refer to when I feel as though I have hit a revision
roadblock.
As I near the end of my graduate experience in the
Professional Writing Program at Kennesaw State University,
I reflect on my body of work and see evidence of growth.
There it is, proof that writing can be taught.

Perhaps

equally important, though, is my philosophy of writing and
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education; it does not end.

My graduation marks the

beginning of writing life in many ways.

I am a better

writer now than I was when I started the program, but most
importantly, I know how to keep going.

I have been

introduced to a community of writers, a wealth of
resources, and I have been given the tools I need to take
my writing career wherever I want it to go.
In my undergraduate career at Georgia Southern
University, my poetry was published in the arts and
literature magazine, The Miscellany.

During my last

semester at GASOU, I was also asked to read my original
works to faculty, staff, students, and guests at the First
Annual Celebration of the College of Liberal Arts and
Social Sciences.

Currently, I plan to submit my work for

publication in local literary magazines such as the Georgia
Review, Evergreen Review, and The Chattahoochee Review.

I

have found resources, such as Poetry Atlanta, to be
particularly helpful in announcing poetry readings and
related events in the metro-Atlanta area.

As I am finished

with writing classes for now, I plan to heed the advice of
Charles Bukowski and “find out what’s happening around the
corner.”
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Part I

Thomas Edison’s last words were: ‘It’s very beautiful over
there.’

I don’t know where there is, but I believe it’s

somewhere, and I hope it’s beautiful.
John Green, Looking for Alaska
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Collections
When you left, you left behind
your collections, those lifeless objects,
the stock-still essence of you in a heap:

costume jewelry I used to sift through
like a child discovering a chest of treasures,
gold chains draped between fingers,

an ornamental zebra collection,
the black and white striped ceramic vases,
holding dried flowers like coffin cases

and your clothes in the spare closet
like a hanging resurrection, where I could
close the door, close my eyes, and sit
with your scent for a while.
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How to Play Poker
My grandpa taught me how to play poker
in smoky rooms where men came
to curse and drink and gamble.

I remember how he talked:
broken English, thick tongue.
The older he got, the more Italian he spoke
and the less I understood.

I’d gaze at the graveyard across the street
on the other side of the railroad tracks and think
how it buried bodies but revealed tombstones so old
that its existence was almost a lie.

I remember the soggy air of the evenings when
he would sit on the porch while I caught
fireflies in jars, and when they lit up we would
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smoosh their heads and smear their guts
on our shirts like glowing medals.

I remember the phone call.
My mom sat on the edge
of my bed and cried.

We took a flight
to Pennsylvania for the funeral.
I made my mom lift me up to the casket
where Grandpa wore medals on his chest,
and I put a finger to his lips
to be certain he was not bluffing.

I don’t remember crying then, only knowing that
behind every liar is a bluff.
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The Hospice
She asks point-blank, “What is this place?”
I’m not sure how I should answer.
I turn my head, disguise my face,
She asks point-blank, “What is this place?”
‘cause I’m supposed to plead her case,
silence growing like her cancer.
She asks point-blank, “What is this place?”
I’m not sure how I should answer.
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Omega
On good days, he meanders the halls in a white gown under
fluorescent lights.

His flesh, pale and hung on bones like

wet clothes on a line to dry.

The trickling of fluids drain from his chest into plastic
containers that trap his toxins like chemicals in test
tubes, organized and measured.

Through the window, gray, pillowy clouds define their moods
as she sits with him, falling in and out of sleepless
nights, watching him behind shut curtains and shut eyes.

Today he walked with his hands on her shoulders.

They took

baby steps, and she thought of a book he once read to her
about a choo-choo train.

This time, the nurse was the

caboose and he was the little engine that could not.
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He Smokes
On the back porch, he’d smoke.
I’d watch him tap one out from a soft pack,
bring it to his lips and draw in the first drag, quiet
as the calm of the evening.

And I’d watch the glow of the

cherry light up his face

while the rings of smoke spun webs into the humid air,
almost too thick to permeate the space between us
where the burn still lingers as family paces the waiting
room and surgeons remove a tumor from his esophagus, and I
step out to buy him a pack of smokes.
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Quiet
She lies quietly in a hospital bed,
hanging by a needle
and the thread of our family,
our patience,
our faith.

I sit uncomfortably quiet
in this seat, and watch uniforms come by
to measure the beats of her blood,
and her shallow breath, and I

can feel my own pulse
in this stillness
when I tighten my soul
and imagine her death for what it will be,
what it will mean to me,
how it will change this world.
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I will stay quiet, learn to say
goodbye, to hymn the hums
of death’s lullaby.
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Second Grade Summer
Before my grandpa died, my second grade summer was alive
like a game of hide-and-go-seek in the dark,
like being tagged while holding my breath behind a
tombstone in the night,
like death was an old wives’ tale
my mom didn’t believe.

But everything changed when the phone rang,
when I answered and handed it to her,
when she sat next to me on the edge of the bed and sobbed,
when I told her it would be okay,
and when I knew I’d lied

because those words fell
out of my mouth and dropped dead
like a bad joke nobody laughs at,
like the first shovel of dirt on a casket,
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like dust settling,
like the truth.
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Going Home
- in reference to Abdi Farah’s, “Home,” 2010

A limp body fills this black plastic bag
but this soul is headed home, returning
to that place we don’t know we know.

This one will travel on like salmon swimming upstream until
it reaches the dwelling of familiar water
ebbing, flowing, reflecting the light that casts
a shadow on the faces of those left behind

since this one went back to that place
where we came from, that place
called home.
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Part II
No one leaves me, I’m the one that chooses.
I show up like money on the sidewalk.
Kim Addonizio, What Is This Thing Called Love
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Stripping for Conversation
Strangers frequent this smoky room.
Slyly slinking into the bar,
they come dressed in their secrets.

I welcome them with my eyes,
with my smile, I draw them close
as they belly up to my bar.

“What can I do for you?” I ask,
encouraging them to shed layers
that weigh us all down.
For a short time, I have the power to make them feel
comfortable, confident, even invincible.

Most strangers choose to bare it all,
to strip themselves of the commonplace
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that restricts them from naked truths
that otherwise stay buckled, tied, or zipped up,
although they burst at the seams
with a longing to be heard,
to be disruptive.

After a few rounds they don’t see me
as a woman they care to impress.
Loose tongues spill stories of failure, fire, and fear.
I listen, and I try to clean up their messes.

As the sun starts to rise,
they sip their last drink.
the lights announce a last call
before the return of sober thoughts,
and the strangers dress themselves.
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Wide Open
I came home to find
the tulips were dead.
I think they grew tired,
and lowered their heads.

They stood tall for days
but fell in the thick of it –
Love’s gesture to amend
a sorry predicament
just for the quick of it.

But love is not quick,
this love that we make,
with the take
and the give and the give
and the take.
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So I take the dead tulips,
stems bent and broken,
and throw them away
with the petals wide open.
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The Race
I want you to take me tonight in the pulse
of this chase like it will run into
and end that is out of
our hands

groping, fumbling, falling for
the finish as we cross the line and you
share your secrets like silent cheers
in our periphery.
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Empty
On this road
I’m always on E.
Resting my load
is a rarity.

I see green, go!
step on the gas.
This hustle and flow
has me moving too fast.

Piece by piece,
I’m coming undone.
Life, a lease,
a run for the fun.

This road is long,
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seems to have no end.
I sing my song,
lean into the bends.

But now my gauge reads – E,
and rest has long been my enemy.

My tires are worn and nearly flat
but I can’t afford restoration for that.

No choice, I drive on until the death
as long as I’m moving and catching my breath.
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Passing Through
You’re so busy, it seems.
You even drive busy, passing through –
in and out of lanes so fast,
faster than my soul can fly,
faster than my tears can cry.
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Time
Spring
The night we met, the moon smiled
with thin lips.
but crisp.

The air was warm

We listened as daffodils announced

spring’s arrival with their trumpet mouths.

Summer
Hot and sticky, I swept sweat from your brow
with my finger.

We tried chilling out tempers

in cool summer springs but I saw the daffodils
had gone limp.

I uprooted them, brought them inside.

Fall
From a window, I watched the leaves
chase themselves across the streets.
Like spiders, they crawled, leaving their webs.
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The daffodils, dry and crisp, withered away.

Winter
Roots reach out for warmth but go unseen,
unnoticed below the surface.
The snow falls, each flake unique
but not magical.
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If Our Love
begins slow and sound
does that mean it is everlasting,
enduring like the rhythm of our breath,
innate, habitual, thoughtless and
reliable until our deaths?

Is it as secure as the sun will rise,
sure to happen but just happen,
with those magical moments of its rise
and fall that go unnoticed in the
small hours of dusk and dawn?

Do we then live for those few and
far-between times when we catch
those moments, all the while insisting
we are okay, we can go on
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just knowing they exist?
But if our love is loud and reckless
like a firecracker, does it have to fade with
the same intensity and quickness as it came?
Can we keep those sparks that caught
my eye, ignited my soul, and set me free before
it fades into the night sky, never
reaching the ground?

Does everyone gasp, “Awe…”
because it is beautiful
or because it is over?
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Uninvited
On those particular nights when I lie
awake between all that is true
and all that is false,
silence balances the weight
of my thoughts.

Blurry eyes focus on your shirt,
familiar with wear and the scent
of your flesh.

I am familiar with

the textures, and the emblems, and the structure;
although, it has faded.

This emblem has slowly worn
with every wear, every wash
as if each thread had been plucked
and uninvited.
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This night it lies
at the foot of my bed,
and I think how it used to hug your body
like an orphan child.
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Tomorrow I’ll write a poem called
“I probably shouldn’t have done that”
isn’t an apology
and it will aim to show you
what it feels like to be sorry

when the corners of your lips curl
down with the weight of your worry

that there’s a chance your Love will see you
never so slightly the same, but slant

until your soul echoes a silent sorrow
until you are forgiven.
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What’s in a Name?
How much will I give up to give up my name?
How much of myself do those letters contain
when I’m married and changed to be the same?

No longer an English-Italian dame
but legally changed for German claim;
how much will I give up to give up my name

for a man whose promise to me came
through patience and love, and pleasure and pain
when married and changed to be the same.

“We both sacrifice; no one is to blame,”
I tell myself when I want to complain:
How much will I give up to give up my name?
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It’s the price you pay to build the framework of your own future family chain
when married and changed to be the same.

Just another woman who fears to be tamed,
who battles the doubts that creep into her brain:
How much will I give up to give up my name
when married and changed to be the same?
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Shimmering
I want to trace
your existence
inside of mine.

With pouty lips,
with finger tips,

you open my
silhouette
and create
a passion
so deep

inside
my nudeness,
I confess my soul,
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shimmering
for more.

43

Part III
People didn’t fit in slots – prostitute, housewife, saint –
like sorting the mail.

We were so mutable, fluid with fear

and desire, ideals and angles, changeable as water.
Janet Fitch, White Oleander
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The Range
You’ll hear your first shot and think
your heart stopped.
Safety glasses and headphones won’t distract from
the pounding of the guns as they fire,
shells dropping on concrete with a
ping-ping-ping-ping
like the rain on your grandfather’s
tin-roof shed where you know
you shouldn’t be playing.
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Another Boy
enters a classroom and begins
the morning duties:
unpack,
make a lunch choice,
complete seatwork.

He moves through his morning
like other boys do:
body buzzing, legs swinging,
swirling under a desk
where he works.

His soiled shorts and scarred legs
reveal his story of
bed bug bites and sleepless nights,
not like other boys.
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Together they listen
to the announcements,
say the pledge, and sing
a patriotic song.

We are proud to be Americans.
We all sing along.
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The Other Side
Last night I heard a dog groan
from the other side of the fence
like a creaking metal door,
a haunted house,
a settled defeat.

I imagined the dog curled up
on an icy cement slab of a patio, pressed against
the sliding glass window where its
ghost of a breath hid
its own reflection.

I thought

how the snowflakes pound my window screen
with a silent beat as they layer the land
in a blanket of warmth that can only be felt
from this other side.
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Fires
I come from another generation’s burning dream
of a better life.

I rose up from their ashes

and their lessons left to be learned, to be taught,
and then scattered again like kindling for future
lives, births, fires far beyond my own.

I come from those immigrant men who could have been found
in the smoky legions of Pittsburgh, PA.
I am the men who drank beer, placed bets with
mafia bookies, and exchanged vulgar jokes or
swapped stories in broken English curses.
Yes, I come from those bullshitters.

They are the men who fought in the Second World War
and worked in the coal mines to keep their families fed
at the cost of their black lungs and whooping coughs.
I bet you can find me there, still, in the smoke
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that whispers off the tips of cigars and cigarettes
unraveling the secrets of a generation.

I come from the Italian women whom you’d find
in the kitchen stirring a pot full of homemade
pasta and meatballs.

I am those women who made

five pounds of pasta for tonight and five more to freeze.

I am my mother, my mother’s mother, and generations before.
We are the women who feed you as much as we love you,
so you have to raise the white napkin long before
you are truly full, as we will refill your plate
and say, “Mangia!” until you are seeing red.

I come from the Catholics who sat up straight
in wooden pews, knelt on knees, ate the body of Christ
and drank the blood that burned quiet tongues after
confession.
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I am the warmth in their folded hands as they move
fingers up and down the beads of the Rosary,
saying “Hail Mary, full of grace…”

I come from the flame of the candle my mom lit
for me in church last Sunday.

I come from that guilt.
I come from that love.
I come from that blaze.
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Caught
I was caught staring at the girl
in the passenger’s seat with her feet
on the dashboard, and her head
in her hands with the look on her face
that knows, but tries
not to look back.

It was hard not to miss the gray SUV
with the cracked windshield, bald tires,
sides of the car scratched and stripped away.

His eyes looked sorry and bloodshot.
No matter now how deadbeat they were,
they were sorry, and I felt sore
from studying their scene
like an open wound
exposing their secrets.
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Sorry
I cannot believe you sent me a card and flowers.
I’m so sorry for your loss.
You’re in my thoughts and prayers.
How kind of you.

Because you are sorry.

And I am not grateful
for your fashionably sensitive concern.
I’m sorry, but why do you get to be sorry?
Because everyone is sorry.

And I’m so sick

of “I’m sorry” that even if hearing “I’m sorry”
could change anything, I wouldn’t take it.
Please tell me the last time we spoke,
the last time you were free.
Please tell me why you weren’t sorry
when the person you lost was me.
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She Does Not Come
The dog decided she can no longer walk
on the hardwood floors that stretch across the house
like a cube collapsed into a great plane where
rugs lay like lions claiming land.

Scared stiff from a single slip, she steps
off the rug and onto the wood where she
drives her nails into the boards
as if the world is whirling around her,
as if gravity could rise up and run away.

She stands, this dog, flanked by the rug
in the kitchen where I can hear her soft whimper
travel the space between us.
I call her but she does not come.
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Mother Bird
I woke early, hearing the chirping of baby birds outside
our window and lay still to listen.

I thought how a mother

bird lays eggs, they hatch, she nurtures.

I wanted to get

up, sit by the window and watch, but I didn’t.

The chirping didn’t rouse you.
to the appointment.

I woke you up, and we drove

On the way, we held hands with your

eyes on the road and mine out the window.

When we arrived at the clinic, I let go of your hand.
wanted my mother’s hand.

I

I felt like a baby bird perched

on the edge of her first flight.

Alone, I forgot about

gravity and let go of the weight of my problems to free
myself, to move, to fall.

You circled the parking lot while I went inside.

There

were ten of us lined up for blood samples and questions
before the procedure.

I imagined what my mother would say.

She’s say we looked like a bunch of strange birds with our
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paper smocks, our gelled-up bellies, heads turned away from
the monitors before the removal of our eggs.

On our way back you wanted to get high, so we did.

It

helped you forget our journey, and thought it made me feel
better for a little while, I resented you for that.

I

pretended to be okay for you, and as I guided us back home
I thought of the bird’s nest outside our window, and how
I’m no mother bird.
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Our Father
Dad made pancakes Sunday mornings while
Mom got us ready for church.
He’d pour the thick, creamy batter
onto a scorching skillet in perfect circles,
a ritual he believed in.

My six-year-old self used to worry about
my dad’s mortality, how he would be
greeted by the life after this, the way he lived
his life on the edge of ours,
coming to church on holiday mornings and sitting
just outside the lobby, smoking in the courtyard
while I sat in my pew looking up at Our Father,
an image of a man on a cross, hanging
from his wrists and feet in the highest steeple
where we would kneel, and pray, and worship.
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The Body
I lean forward in my seat,
press my body near the table,
and smirk at the boy next to me.

He laughs,
kicks my chair’s lets,
and it collapses
as my body falls forward.

I try to get up
unnoticed
but the tears christen
my face.

Oh my God.
I’m crying blood.
Red tears come.
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So does Sister Mary,
and the confessions.

I am living a life I was born to accept,
eating the bread that dissolves on quiet tongues,
drinking wine as bitter as blood.

I am Catholic.
I am my mother, and her mother,
and generations before.
I am a soul unforgiven,
and hollow for the sake
of redemption.

I am a child
playing around during catechism,
and eating the body that chews like
stone
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while folding the hands
that God has grown.
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